“Dear Brother.. .1 send you a brief 
account of ‘The Action at 
Senrey Creek’ . . . George 
S. l’atton’s Baptism of Fire 

By Jay Carlton Mullen 

A S his Union force ascended the Kanawha River in July IRfil 
Brigadier General J D. Cox was more impressed by the 
beauty of the Kanawha Valley than by the prospect of an 
arduous and protracted war. A festive mood prevailed among the 
tavps aboard the steamboats that were convoying his army. On the 
steamer’s decks the soldiers cheered and the band serenaded the 
many Union sympathizers who hailed them from homes along the 
Kanawha's banks. Most Federalists assumed that suppressing “the 
Rebellion’’ would be an affair of short duration. Lincoln’s call for 
volunteers was for ninety days—sufficient time to assert federal con¬ 
trol over the recalcitrant southern states. 

The responsibility for asserting that control in western Virginia 
fell to General George B. McClellan who had ordered Cox to ad¬ 
vance into the area from Point Pleasant, Ohio. Cox was encounter- 
d* difficulties common to all commanders who were endeavor- 
ng to fashion capable military units in the summer of 1861 : poor 
organization and discipline, insufficient equipment, and little mili- 
ury ir.d combat experience among their personnel. Cox commented 
that ha Kentucky regiments, comprised almost exclusively of Ohio 
y.-c: .jborcr\ were "a rough and reckless class and gave a good 
deal a{ trouble by insubordination.’” 

P F Lee had placed Brigadier General H. A. Wise in 
~ laj r4 ihr force* that were hastily organized into the Dcpart- 
K i.M^ha in order to contest Cox’s bid to control the 
1 • Tbc otKicu* of the valley’s Confederate forces had been 
v RiBc*. organized by VMI graduate George S. Patton, 

:i i f g.rrn.r at Virginia "Frcnchy," so nicknamed bc- 
' Uum * pMA-td heard, and his troops had distinguished thera- 
* 01 as dancer* and drinker*, but Co*‘» advance called 

“ *'* ***** pmfpome tor whkh they were organized. 

^ • <»««frsi Wm'i overall command was expanded 

> MMj mnk 'TW apprtstlmated Cut’s strength though the 

•* 
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rr:r W ^ foree and subsequent, y directed the Confederate 
ZZ in the Civil War’s first clash of arms m the Kanawha Valley. 
The official accounts of this contest at Scary Creek were wntten 
by individuals not present at the fighting. However, m a letter to 
his brother Patton left a participant’s eye-witness account of the 
hostilities. This epistle, now deposited in the manuscripts collection 
of the Huntington Library in San Marino, California, provides inter¬ 
esting insights into Patton himself as well as into the nature of 
combat in the earliest stages of this war.’ 



Tequcsted I send you a brief & imperfect account of— 

The Action at Scarey Creek. 

Putnam Co. Va. July 17, 1861 

began the letter throughout which Patton referred to himself in the 
third person. It continued with Patton’s description of the disposition 
of Cox’s and Wise’s forces, including the nine hundred men stationed 

at the mouth of the Coal 12 miles below Charleston under Major 
Geo. S. Patton. Major Patton was then on the opposite side of 
the Kanawha River, & 10 to 12 miles below the nearest Confeder¬ 
ate forces. The enemy had moved a column from Guyandotte which 
compelled Major Patton to send a large portion of his force down 
that road. 


He then described Scary Creek, “a small mountain stream’ 
with “rugged and precipitous banks” which empties into the Kanawha 
"about 2 Vi miles below the mouth of Coal River.” Because of the 
proximity of the hills to the river, there was only a small strip of 
bortom land at the creek’s mouth where a bridge was located. *lts 
banks were slightly wooded with trees and bushes affording some 
shelter " 


Aftrr describing the terrain he explained his deployment tactics. 
r ( t*2d M "i or Pa " on bu ™ 1 the 

* msrsrjsrgAS: ss * •»* 


I*"'"" ,he lwu was nude c« Sunday. 

nT. t„. Jr° * F , *! " XMOni “*" KX P«hoi was greeted by P»l- 
Vu , , ’ir* 1 “ lUtcn r !***“* v«“’«naged in the bushes across 

«• i* u r., this masked battery surprised them 


. oatiery surprised them 
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, little anti Ihey bent n precipitate retreat ” r 
downstream on the opposite shore Cox then 
-to occupy the nttention of the enemy i n from 
tgltos^t men remained on alert day and 
17 . when hi# scouts reported that tr 
enwsed the river to the main Federal 
n troop# to camp two miles from the 
nks at the creek to prevent a 


rr his 

ordcrc d the (2th 

night until Wedne^u " 
°' lhc Unio n r ^ 

Cam P' H'thcnwiUtS 

creek and left only tw 
surprise. He recorded thi 

(Union) army had in fact crossed the river 
and about noon the same day the Federal lt Was only a 
t he 12th Ohio Regiment Col Lowe, a large 111 rew 

l*uo Regiment Col Norton, a section of ArtiHe™< V* lhc 2lst 
nfkd r»~e'> and a company of cavalry, in alllbouM snn ° 10 lb - 
t *d*o to march upon A rout the small force at Scarey 5 °° mCn; with 

*vn hh scouts advised him of this movement “Maior Pan™, a- 
fvnrd his small force to meet them.” n dls " 

Messengers galloped away with orders for all of Patton’s rn 
»,nd to coo verge at the mouth of Scary Creek. The Major him 

”***'“ ,"!? baltlc Si,e “N* 25 thc enemy’s skirmishers de^ 
I*** 4 A Confederate company forded the stream and occupier 
l - ac buddings—a cooper shop, a country store, a stable, and somt 
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Pulton described the Union assault saying 

•mri.mllv Heins forced back nnd fell into some con- 
hi. bouses, but the odd, against him forced 

him to fall back— 

The Confederates, however, rallied to stem thus attack Although 
Patton modestly omitted describing his own role m this rally. General 
Wise reported to General Lee that when the Confederate line fal¬ 
tered “Colonel Patton dashed on horseback to rally his men.’” Per¬ 
haps Patton neglected to recount this event fully to his brother be¬ 
cause it might have been misinterpreted. His horse became fright¬ 
ened and attempted to bolt from the field. Horses inexperienced in 
battle are no more anxious than men are to race headlong into smok¬ 
ing cannon and rifle barrels. Initially Patton’s men believed he was 
cowardly abandoning the field, but he managed to regain control of 
his mount and reform his troops. Then, he reports 

with a shout our men charged—drove them back across the creek 
—beyond the houses—* back to their original position. In the strug¬ 
gle Major Patton was severely wounded in the shoulder and was 
forced to retire a short distance to the rear. 

Although he was removed from action by his wound, he de¬ 
scribed the arrival of additional Confederates from the rear and from 
the Guyandotte road. The cheering reinforcements “baffled” the 
enemy who “broke and fled in the utmost confusion. Pursuit was 
impracticable as Cox’s whole army was only 4 miles to the rear, 
our ammunition nearly exhausted, and our little band satisfied with 
(be issue of the unequal contest.” 

In fact, Patton's conclusion was in error. After he was wounded 
tus troops panicked a second time and Captain A. G. Jenkins, the 
cavalry officer bolding his company in reserve, again rallied the men. 
Then, as reinforcements continued to arrive, they advanced against 
lY I r.krais to rewin their previous position and to capture a Union 
ci^oel unable to retreat because of his wounds. 

Ha battle statistics were exaggerated. He recorded 


I** *«• 5 9 wounded of which two 

0T* • It* >*nkce» left 12 or 15 dead on the field. 

•Hd - h j°** lh#u low wm not lew than 200 killed 

la l « report Wac listed two Confederates killed and two 

• -uuksd lta report of 30 dead federal* contrasts with Pattiw's c*lh 
aai cf 200 dead and wounded * 
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The Union battle statistics were revised as the result nf u, 

. Rafter nightfall. Some Federal officers set about L * bl2arrc 
" K 1 nll ny the scene of the day’s hostilities. Thev “am ^ xamin c 
^ by «* reconnaissance beyond the pickets,” GcncraThfr^" 1 " 
*Lted! ami ihcy were captured.' Patton’s description of 
h-nt is more elaborate than McClellan’s. thc lnci - 

i 4 ie in the evening Col Woodruff of the 2nd Kentuckv-/- , , 
Villicr< of the llth Ohio—Lt Col Neff—-two Cantamr~^« 

:n" Kentucky, who strong in their faith of Yankee inv?ndbilit°v ^ 
Sowing our weak numbers-had ridden up to see the tff, 
oujhed." were captured. & spent many months in the “Libby « 



The Libby was a warehouse in Richmond where Union officers were 

imprisoned. 

Patton’s initiative at Scary Creek stalled the Union invasion 
“Cox checked on the Kanawha,” McClellan tersely recorded He 
sarcastically pronounced the action to have been “something between 
a victory and defeat,” and he commanded Cox to advance no fur¬ 
ther while he threatened the Confederate rear himself with a flank¬ 
ing movement directed from the northwest toward Gauley Bridge. 
Disgusted with his subordinates he requested, “In heaven’s name 
give me some general officers who understand their profession.” Mc¬ 
Clellan's antagonist. Wise, reported the affair as “a glorious repulse 
of the enemy, if not a decided victory.” Patton recorded these con¬ 
clusions about the battle: 


The »ff»»r is chiefly remarkable as being fought so early in the 
• *r. ftfamst such odds of numbers and arms (for be it recollected 
•t never had over 400 actually engaged, & they chiefly with moun¬ 
ts* rifles A. “flintlocks") and almost in sight—certainly in full 
i-ti.- « f Cos’* whole army. These mountain men with—in many 
sw**-**« cartridges in their pockets, just organized & underdrilled 
- • hipped 4 times their number of armed and disciplined Yankees 
A pm them io a shameful and disgraceful flight — In the open field 
M then face to face and conquered. 

*-* ■; -rnt events proved that the Confederate success at Scan- 

1 ’ ,l of little strategic importance. Though Cox was stalled. 
^ m-vtr nt threatened Wise’s flank and rear and forced 

Srt x’ r% to wnhdraw from thc Kanawha Valley to Grccn- 
Pat too himself observed that “the unfortunate course 
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of events in the Northwest robbed us of the legitimate fruits of victory 
A Wise was compelled to fall back, to secure communications." 

In the perspective of history the strategical insignificance of the 
Battle of Scary Creek has understandably caused it to pass un¬ 
noticed. Measured against Antictam, Fredericksburg, Gettysburg, or 
Shiloh, of what consequence is a brief check in the Union advance 
up the Kanawha? But not only has Scary Creek passed unnoticed 
in history, it passed unheralded at the time. The accounts of Pat- 
tons success on the Kanawha arrived in Richmond at the same time 
as the news of the Confederate victory at Bull Run. Consequently, 
as Patton suggested, Scary Creek “excited scarcely passing atten¬ 
tion." He closed his letter to his brother saying 

It is now forgotten, except by those who first met the enemy, 
and who still talk of “Scarey" around their campfires. 

Geo S Patton 

If Scary Creek was of so little importance or interest either 
at that time or to later historians then why should it be of interest 
after over a century? Of course this sparsely documented battle 
should be of interest to all West Virginians who care about their 
state’s past—its battles and its sons who fought those battles. But it 
may also have interest extending beyond the borders of West 
Virginia. 

In his official report Wise recorded 


I had ordered Col Patton to retire gradually from Scarey Creek 
. . . But when Norton approached he returned to Scarey Creek and 
met him and his 1,200 there with 800 men and two iron sixes. 

Though ordered to withdraw, Patton preferred to advance and engage 
the enemy. He has not been the only Patton to welcome combat. 

In Patton: Ordeal and Triumph, a biography of World War 
rwo’, celebrated George S. Patton, Ladislas Farrago maintains that 
Pattrm % grandfather and namesake" was ‘‘his inspiration" and ‘‘his 
** after whom he strove to pattern himself "* The initiative that the 
** * * lt ?° d “P |a ye d in ignoring orders to retreat and advancing 
. ' 1 ^ 7 , C " e , k f® mccl thc cnem y cou,d indeed have been an 
ZZZ U * KnuutMa ' If ,h “ pan of Ihc patten. 

... C.7MT.Z IO ,hrn ■* cmin ' nll >- “Kttohl. for ad- 
uo ' hC J Uni0, P, "° 0 '' "‘“-standing mili- 

• mm id . ' 7* • cra “ Burop* in I044-4S, the hend- 

V » t -, m tm “ ,b “ nooJ mi » h, to Weal 

t'wak no a July day in \U\. 



